overcome sinful conduct. As a result, the two pronouncements form a synonymous parallelism.
Translation and Analysis
The NRSV follows the standard rendering of the final phrase. The verse reads, "When he had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, 'Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.' " In a similar way, the NASB translates the final pronouncement, "If you retain the sins of any, they have been retained." Here it is worth noting that the only example of κρατέω being translated this way to mean "to retain sins" in the revised Bauer Greek-English Lexicon is John 20:23.1 I have been unable to find this exact meaning of the verb anywhere.2 Arguably it is a specialized meaning forced on this verse. On the other hand, the verb is used extensively in Greek with the other meanings, "to overcome obstacles" or "to seize control." The verse is better understood with the more accepted and widely documented definition of the verb. For instance, when Judas is betraying Jesus he tells the Roman soldiers how to identify his rabbi, "The one I kiss is the man; seize him and lead him away under guard" (RSV). So the verb can convey the idea of taking a prisoner into custody. In Heb 4:14, the verb appears with the idea of holding fast the confession of faith, "Since then we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold fast our confession" (RSV). The faithful disciple maintains control over the confession of faith. In Rev 2:25, the one who holds fast is the individual who conquers wrong and keeps the faith unto the end. Jesus says, "Only hold fast what you have, until I come. He who conquers and keeps my works until the end, I will give him power over the nations" (RSV). Moreover, Rev 7:1 describes the angel who has the strength to overcome the four winds of the earth, "After this I saw four angels standing at the four corners of the earth, holding back the four winds of the earth, that no wind might blow on earth or sea or against any tree" (RSV).
